JBS
Molly is a bit autobiographi cal. I grew up surrounded by antiques, had grandparents who collected a variety of things from gems to Majolica, and my mother once owned an antique shop. I've had a part-time job in an auction gallery and have always felt a keen passion for old things.
Strange as this may sound, James and I are a bit alike too as we both share a love of books, fat tening foods, and small towns. I began writing about the Flab Five while I was on a low-carb diet. I was so grumpy that I literally wanted to strangle the know-it-alls constantly telling me about their fast metabolisms or what I needed to do to lose the weight I'd gained while pregnant. Once I'd lost a few pounds, I was able to look back on those months and laugh at myself. Assuming that most Americans have been on a diet and shared my feelings of powerlessness and frustration, I decided to create a fictional dieter's support group in the form of a supper club.
tell us something about how you came to create these characters, and what it's like keeping up with two series at the same time?
VL
Both series include fun "spe cial features" that enhance the narrative. The Collectible mys teries include collector's tips, with an appendix that includes photo graphs and an overview of exam ples of the type of antique featured in the narrative (such as walking sticks), a prologue that gives a fictional history of the particular antique in question, and quotes about the nature and history of that antique at the head of each chapter. The Supper Club myster ies, with their food-titled chapters, include recipes, nutrition informa tion, serving size, or health club points for the dishes that appear in the novels, located near the point in the story in which that food plays a role. When you initially conceived of these series, how did you happen to decide to include these tidbits? What role, if any, do they play in shaping the structure of the novels?
JBS
In the antique series, the educational tips were the original "hook" that helped sell the series to Berkley Prime Crime. I had to conduct an immense amount of research per book, so I figured I should share the knowl edge I'd gained with my readers (while I could still remember it!). I wanted to add the lyrical/historical sections in those books in order to really bring the object (whether it was pottery, an antique desk, or a walking stick) to life for the reader. Those are actually my favorite parts of the Molly Appleby books.
As for the Supper Club books, I couldn't resist showing readers the difference between the nutritional content of a serving of cheese puffs and a serving of, say, an apple. We all know that unhealthy foods taste so much better, but it can be shocking to see what's in a manu factured food such as a cheese doo dle when it's set down on paper. I wanted to include recipes because I love to cook. (Well, I love to bake. I'm a decent cook, but I make a mean cupcake.)
VL
You frequently do programs at libraries, including your "How to Plot a Murder" talk, which is heavy on audience participation. Would you describe this program and explain how you developed the idea and how you make arrange ments with the libraries who host it? What are some of the more memorable experiences you've had at these sessions? Do you have any upcoming events that our Virginia readers might want to attend?
JBS
Oh, the "How to Plot a Murder" talks are a ball! The unsuspecting audience files into the room and settles down, expect ing to listen to me blab away for the next hour. Instead, I grab some one from the crowd and introduce that person as "the corpse." I tailor the profession of the corpse based on the event, and all the suspects are pulled from the audience, too. I "hire" a Vanna White to help me present clues to the audience (the amateur sleuths), and together we solve the mystery. This hilarious game illustrates how a writer works in creating red herrings, leaving significant clues, and highlight ing certain themes. The best part is the side commentary given by the corpse (who's supposed to be dead, remember) and the suspects. Surprisingly, no one wants to be found guilty of murder -even a pretend murder. I can do this pre sentation with or without the slide show presentation on my laptop, but it does require an audience of around forty people as so many folks are involved in the "show." I reward all participants with little treats for letting me paint them as thieves, adulterers, and all-around scoundrels. 
VL

You have a lot of personal background that informs the professional lives you've created for your amateur detectives. In addition to your own antiques work, your parents and grandparents both taught you to love antiques from an early age, and Molly's knowledge, as well as her relation ships with family and friends, clearly draw upon your own love for and experiences in the field. What are some of the library mem ories or experiences that may have contributed to your Supper Club series? Have you ever considered writing a series that draws upon your professional experience as a teacher?
JBS
The children's librarian at the Harborfields Public Library in Greenlawn, New York, was a magical woman. All through my childhood, I believed this person was part mind reader, part fairy godmother. She read stories aloud with a melodious voice, found books containing whatever subject I was currently obsessed with, and gave me stickers for each new genre I explored. I would never have begun my love affair with books without this woman, and I don't even remember her name. That's the kind of librarian I wanted my protagonist to be. James Henry cares deeply for each and every patron in his small library nestled in Virginia's Shenandoah Valley.
VL
One of your online biographi cal statements explains that you began your first novel, A Killer Collection, after your family moved to Richmond, Virginia, in part because you missed North Caro lina, including your family, friends, and the antiques world. Your love for your own mother clearly shows through in Molly's relationship with her mother Clara, and your knowledge and love of antiques shines through every page of the Collectible mysteries. Before you moved, had you ever given thought to writing such a novel as you stored up experiences? How long did it take you to write that first book? Did the writing experience surprise you? JBS I've wanted to write a novel since I was a teenager. In fact, I wrote two-thirds of a historical romance in junior high and the same amount of a vampire thriller in high school. After that, I focused on poetry for a while, but the lure of a full-length work of prose kept tugging at me. My homesickness was the emotion that forced me to the computer day after day. I really didn't know anyone here and I missed my family. I'd seen my mother and grandmother daily for the past ten years. It was hard to leave them, but I wrote most of A Killer Collection's draft in four months. Then I got stuck and didn't know how to finish it. I put it away for a few months and actu ally had a dream about the ending. And the rest is history. 
The Supper Club mysteries, in addition to featuring a smalltown librarian hero, are set in the beautiful Shenandoah Valley region of Virginia. Would you tell us something about the experience and research that have gone into writing these novels? As much as I love reading about this lovely area (and you do a great job of convey ing both the lifestyle and the gran deur of the scene), I was curious to know what inspired you to choose this setting rather than your cur rent home, Richmond.
JBS
I truly discovered the heart warming majesty of the Shenandoah right after the tragic events of September 11 th . Mourn ing the loss of innocent lives, I wanted to flee the city and spend some time surrounded by natural beauty. I headed west on I-64 until I hit the scenic overlook near I-81. I found what I was looking for and have been back to the area many times since then. In fact, whenever I get stuck on a plotline, I drive west and all my problems seem inconsequential. 
VL
JBS
The fourth book in the Sup per Club series is my favorite thus far. The blurb says it best: "The supper club members are invited to be guest judges at a regional barbecue contest and they accept the invitation faster than you can say 'hog heaven.' But the barbecue festival's family-oriented, fingerlicking fun turns sour when a con testant is found dead. Things go from bad to worse when one of the five friends is accused of the mur der and lands in jail. The strained relationship between James and Lucy is still no picnic, but the supper club members must stick together to find the real killer. This title includes authentic barbecuefriendly recipes!" I thought I'd better write a book in which the recipes would be welcomed by men as well as women! My husband loved having to sample all the oven barbeque brisket attempts. Plus, I felt as though James and friends needed a change of scenery. They'll be back in Quincy's Gap for the next book, The Battered Body, which is due out March 1, 2009.
VL
You've developed discussion questions for all your books, available through your website. You're also a member of Cozy Chicks (http://www.cozychicks. com/), a group of seven women who write cozy mysteries and offer monthly contests to reward faith ful readers with prizes such as "an adorable Cozy Chicks tote bag … stuffed with our books (all signed of course) as well as other goodies like candles, lotions, notepads, tea, etc." You put on many programs in libraries, and offer to provide a free prize to any book club that you attend in person or via phone. In addition to the need to market your own books, you clearly love to promote mysteries and reading in general, and you've discovered some delightful ways to appeal to readers. Would you tell us how you got involved with the Cozy Chicks and got started on some of these marketing concepts? Do you have a definite sense of promoting read ing and inspiring a new generation of mystery readers?
JBS
The writing community is quite intimate. It only takes a few conferences before you rec ognize fellow writers and become friends with many of them. We depend on one another and we truly try to help one another get a leg up. Promotion is a fuzzy busi ness and I have no experience in the world of PR, but it seems as though every author now needs a website, a blog, and an arsenal of self-promotion techniques. We're in an age of Information Overload, so it's better to work as a group. Frankly, I asked the Cozy Chicks if I could join theirs, and they wel comed me with open arms. Since then, we promote one another as much as possible, but I will blither on to anyone willing to listen about 
You're making me blush! When I create characters, I want them to have the foibles and endearments that we all possess. Otherwise, no one will connect with them. Strange as it sounds, I create problems for them, but then I root for them to come out on top. Sometimes authors claim their characters take over and I can attest that they certainly do! I'll have planned a scene and as I begin to write it, the character will silently protest and I'll have to make adjust ments. I love and respect these folks, which also sounds a bit crazy, but all writers are a bit odd!
VL
You seem to have so many cre ative ideas about getting read ers involved with books, as demon strated not only by your own mar keting ideas, but also within the Supper Club mysteries themselves, with the characters devising inno vative ways to fund their struggling library and get the public excited about reading. Do you have any advice for other writers and librar ies who want to do the same? 
JBS
